Although most of us acknowledge that the Internet is becoming an increasingly important supplemental tool for dispute resolution and problem solving, we cannot imagine ourselves resolving disputes primarily online. Because online communication's distinct limitations include an absence of verbal cues and body language, the online environment does not appear conducive to dispute resolution. We may not have the confidence to make, or help others to make, the honest and private disclosures online that often are essential to effective problem solving.
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1 Yet in spite of these reservations, dispute resolution will move online.
Why? Because our kids already have learned to develop close relationships and solve problems using the Internet. Regardless of whether you or I are prepared to take prob-lem solving online, the next generation already has made that move. The only real question is whether the rest of us -generally "over 35" types -will join them.
Consider three possibilities:
(1) The dynamic potential that online dispute resolution offers is almost unimaginable, and some day it will become the preeminent ADR process;
(2) Online exchanges capture neither the essence nor nuance of human communication and, consequently, initial excitement will evaporate quickly and online dispute resolution soon will be relegated to the same lonely space now occupied by monochromatic monitors; or , (3) Online dispute resolution increasingly will become a valuable, and perhaps ultimately invaluable, complement to ADR processes; but it always will be, shall we say, a side dish and never the main course. Confused? Then you are not alone. Although online dispute resolution is attracting significant attention from scholars, 2 governments, professional associations, 3 and service providers, the idea of resolving disputes online still is in its infancy. So it is difficult, if not impossible, to predict how valuable online dispute resolution will become. Some of us are hoping quietly, or declaring dismissively, that the second possible outcome is most likely. Many of us will identify the third outcome as the most plausible. But there is a genuine possibility that the first prediction is the one that will materialize and it may happen more quickly than we ever could have imagined.
Truly fascinating data being collected and analyzed by communication experts suggests that, rather than finding themselves unable to create trust and intimacy online, experienced individuals exchange more intimate questions and disclosures in computer-mediated [assisted] communication than in face-to-face contexts. A growing body of research asserts that personal relationships developed in computer-mediated communication are comparable to those developed face-to-face. Assuming the research is reliable, then as we become more experienced and skilled online communicators, we will create an environment online that encourages disclosure and facilitates effective problem solving. Some will find it not only a workable environment, but also the optimal environment.
The Comfort Factor
Although initial research concerning the creation of personal relationships online suggested that individuals were unable to form impressions of each other in the absence of nonverbal cues, groundbreaking research indicates that online communicators have adapted.
4 Social Informational Processing theory asserts that even without nonverbal cues, parties who communicate online can develop effective relational behaviors that rely upon the cues that do exist online, including typographic or chronemic cues as well as content and linguistic strategies. 5 Additional research suggests that when nonverbal cues are lacking, parties using computer-mediated communication focus and narrow their conversations and thus engage in more intimate exchanges. Computer-mediated communication becomes in effect "hyperpersonal." Parties engaged in computer-mediated communication develop more intense, although not broader, impressions.
6
So will we be able to form the types of impressions online that may be required to participate in an intimate conversation? Studies have shown that by using available uncertainty reduction strategies such as direct questions and self-disclosure (which prompt reciprocal disclosures) more intensely than one would face-to-face, computer-mediated communicators can engage in very personal exchanges. 7 In fact, hyperpersonal relationships thus can be created. A growing body of literature maintains that effective online communicators experience more intimate conversations and offer more personal disclosures than they would in face-to-face situations.
Because computer-mediated communication is characterized by visual anonymity and text-only communications, some researchers have declared that computer-mediated communication inevitably will be task-oriented and lack emotional content.
8 Furthermore, others have argued that computer-mediated communication will encourage anti-normative, aggressive (i.e., "flaming") behavior.
9 More recent studies, however, reveal that visual anonymity and increased private awareness, coupled with a reduced public awareness, result in greater self-disclosure in computer-mediated communication as compared to faceto-face.
10
Assuming this is true, as we increasingly use computer-mediated communication by e-mailing and posting messages, we will create a comfort zone that will allow us to reveal ourselves online in ways that we are unable to do offline. Once that comfort level is established, online dispute resolution becomes a very plausible option.
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You don't buy it? Perhaps you do not believe the research. You may believe that your online communications never can achieve the level of intimacy that can be established face-to-face. If you are right, then in the short term this may slow the evolution of online dispute resolution. But in the long run, it will not make any difference. The fact is that your children already have established that critical level of intimacy online.
The Next Generation Lives Online
The research investigating how teens and pre-teens communicate online is eye opening, even stunning. Although many of us have not thought critically about how our children communicate online, it now is something that we need to consider. In fact, one could offer a fourth prediction to supplement the three predictions articulated in this article's third paragraph:
(4) The possibilities that online dispute resolution presents are incomprehensible to the current population of ADR professionals, who have neither the technical expertise required nor, frankly, the energy and motivation necessary to employ this powerful tool. Experienced neutrals and facilitators are quickly recognized as ineffective in the online environment and seldom are invited to facilitate conversations or participate in problem solving. Their places are taken by members of a younger generation who understand computermediated communication.
Yikes. The research exploring how teenagers live online is fascinating, exciting, and dynamic. The Pew Internet and American Life Project's Mission Statement explains that its goal is to: ". . .create and fund original, academic-quality research that explores the impact of the Internet on children, families, communities, the workplace, schools, health care and civic/political life. The Project aims to be an authoritative source for timely information on the Internet's growth and societal impact, through research that is scrupulously impartial."
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The Project intends to publish 15 to 20 research reports per year of varying size and scope. Among the topics of these reports are: "CyberFaith: How Americans Pursue Religion Online" (Larsen 2001 ); "Getting Serious Online" (Horrigan 2002) 13 ; "Use of the Internet at Major Life Moments" (Kommers 2002) ; and "Online Communities: Networks that Nurture Long-Distance Relationships and Local Ties" (Horrigan 2001) . The report that is most relevant to this article, however, is "Teenage Life Online: The Rise of the Instant Message Generation and the Internet's Impact on Friendships and Family Relationships" (Lenhart and Rainie 2001) .
Lenhart and Rainie, in the "summary of findings" which introduces the article, deliver a powerful statement. And please keep in mindthis research was published in June 2001. It is reasonable to assume that the statistics are even more compelling today. Seventeen million young people ages 12 through 17 already were using the Internet in 2001, which represents 73 percent of that age group. Not only do 76 percent of the online teens declare that they would miss the Internet if they were not provided access, almost one half (48 percent) say that using the Internet improves their relationships with existing friends. Approximately 56 percent of all 12-through 17-year-olds use instant messaging (IM) and report that this form of communication holds a key place in their lives. In fact, one fifth of this online group asserts that instant messaging is the main way they deal with their friends.
The "main way that they deal with their friends"? Anyone interested in communication, conversation and dispute resolution cannot ignore the dramatic cultural change that is occurring. These online exchanges are not merely superficial. A significant number of teenagers use IM for serious communications, including beginning and ending relationships or relating unpleasant thoughts or feelings. Thirty-seven percent of online teens, according to Lenhart and Rainie, report that they have used IM to communicate something that they would not have said in person.
There is a wealth of provocative information in the "Teenage Life Online" report. The "Teens and Their Friends," section, for example, reports that face-to-face and telephone communications are being replaced, at least in part, by e-mail and IM. Some teens believe that the Internet allows them to show their true personalities more easily than they can face-to-face. In a distinctly ageless way, asking someone out on a date can be an unnerving event. Seventeen percent of online teens have used IM to ask someone out.
Other relevant findings can be cited, but the material above is sufficient to make the point. The ways you and I communicate are changing, and those changes have implications for dispute resolution. But the ways in which our kids are communicating will have greater implications.
The next generation is developing an intuitive comfort level online that will elude, if not baffle, many of us. Their electronic interactions may be ill suited by their nature to existing dispute resolution processes or models. Additionally, the technology and language of computer-mediated communication with which kids are so familiar may feel awkward to experienced practitioners. Accordingly, experienced problem solvers and dispute resolvers may be unable to participate effectively online.
The Teenage Life Online report, however, does not present a universal endorsement of online communications. Most teens, for instance, do not believe that the Internet is especially helpful when it comes to making new friends. For instance, 67 percent of online teens believe the Internet helps "a little" or "not at all."
But even among the teens, we can see that age makes a difference. Younger teens can be more comfortable communicating online than teens just a few years older. The responses regarding making new friends are not uniform, for example. Younger children feel more strongly than older children that the Internet helps them make new friends. Thirty-seven percent of younger teens claim that the Internet helps them create new friendships, according to the Lenhart and Rainie study. Younger teens 12-to-14 years of age are more likely to use IM to break up with someone. Almost onefifth of that age group has ended a relationship using IM.
In the 21st century, children are being introduced to computers and books simultaneously. My wife and I have a three-year-old who, not unlike many three-year-olds, loves to play on the computer. Our daughter literally is learning computer skills while she is mastering her ABCs. The real question is not whether you and I will be able to help resolve disputes when our teenagers move into adulthood. The real question is whether we will be ready when the next decade of children weaned on computers joins them.
